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Abstract 
 
People do not think about or grapple with futures enough. 
Mainstream systems (government, media, and more) typically generate the 
futures with which we do engage, and these futures often fall within narrow 
bounds of thought that support a singular hegemonic future vision. This 
Major Research Project aims to empower people to recognize the possibility, 
and generate narratives, of plural futures. Specifically, building on past work, 
the research explores how a game might engage people in exploring and 
elaborating plural futures, especially those diverging from mainstream 
thought. If the game succeeds, players now understand that many futures are 
possible, and that they can envision these futures. They might be more likely 
to engage with myriad nuanced worlds, creating and expressing critical 
divergent opinions, thus challenging a singular hegemonic understanding of 
“the” future.  
 
Keywords: futures studies, alternative futures, games, game studies, 
generative practices, narrative, innovation, strategic foresight, scenarios. 
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Part I: The Fundamentals 
 
Humans cannot know our futures. However, we can think about and plan for 
them. Strategic foresight and futures studies empower us to create narratives 
for possible futures, analyze and understand these alternative narratives, and 
take action toward creating a future in which we want to live (Inayatullah, 
2008; Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development, 2015). Most 
people do not actively practice futures studies, yet do come into contact with 
futures. Whether it is through thought about a complex issue like climate 
change, watching a science fiction film, or something else, these interactions 
with futures can affect our perspectives. Unfortunately, mainstream systems 
(government, media, and more) all too often present us with variations of a 
singular hegemonic vision for our future that fit within narrow boundaries of 
thought (Nandy, 1996) – the paper discusses this vision, typically one of 
tech-centred capitalist growth, further starting at page twenty three. It might 
be important, if we value balanced power structures – through shared ideas 
and power – or critical thinking or productivity (discussed in more depth 
later), for people to explore outside these bounds of thought. How can we 
open our thinking to recognize many alternative futures, and to generate 
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narratives of these plural futures? How can we grasp the ‘s’ in futures, and 
see that each of us can produce our own stories of future worlds, thereby 
implicitly and possibly explicitly challenging or subverting any normative 
singular future that might exist? My research question specifically asks, 
framing my research in the context of game design, how might a game engage 
individuals and groups in recognizing the possibility, and generating 
narratives, of plural alternative futures? 
 
Futures studies recognizes these questions. Many of its pioneers and 
prominent scholars highlight the importance of exploring alternative futures 
(Bell, 1997; Candy, 2010; Dator, 1995; Dunagan, 2012; Nandy, 1996), and 
have created practices to do so. Traditional futures studies ranges from 
predictive – usually associated more with corporate and military applications 
– to thought-provoking – with stronger relations to political movements, art, 
and design – and generally involves exploring and evaluating possible, 
probable, and preferable futures (Slaughter, 2003). My Major Research 
Project focuses on those generating stories and scenarios of these futures. 
 
Still, there are some barriers for people wanting to use these scenario 
generating futures practices. Bishop, Hines, and Collins provide an excellent 
2 
overview of scenario futures practices with in depth evaluations of each. 
Some traditional techniques require heavy time investment and front-end 
organization – for example, morphological analysis is not often spontaneous 
or quick (Bishop et al., 2007). Practices often use top-down approaches – 
someone uses available data and information to craft a report or design a 
scenario with which other people engage (Bishop et al., 2007). Further, 
current techniques are inaccessible to many – for example, environmental 
scanning and accurate scenario creation/modeling require fairly high 
intellectual capability and information accessibility (Bell, 2003; Bishop et al., 
2007). 
 
More recent developments in futures studies challenge and improve on 
traditional practices. Experiential futures does as its name suggests; it 
creates experiences of futures to spur critical, speculative, and creative 
thought. Stuart Candy, a pioneer in this frontier of futures studies, argues 
that experiences can be accessible, meaningful, and impactful, leading to 
decolonized and democratized futures (Candy, 2010). He recognizes an 
“experiential gulf”: essentially a gap between futures in theory and in 
experience. Guerrilla futures, building on experiential futures work and 
addressing this gap, takes experiential futures to the street, generating 
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spontaneous interactions with an unsuspecting audience (Candy, 2010, p.73; 
p.208). By creating a real, tangible experience with which people can engage, 
these branches of futures make the field more accessible and participatory – 
people engage with a scenario or experience, thereby eliciting novel 
responses and thought.  
 
Yet, experiential futures does often still require heavy time investment and 
organization. Creating an in depth, well thought out performance does not, 
and usually should not, happen overnight. Recognizing this limitation, and 
building on the ideas of experiential futures, Stuart Candy and Jeff Watson 
created ​The Thing From The Future (TFTF)​, which engages players in creating 
objects in already generated future worlds (Candy & Watson, 2014). The 
game makes futures studies, especially the concept of plural futures, 
accessible to everyone, and is a useful addition to a futures studies toolkit. 
 
Games offer a path to a futures subset that is accessible, participatory, and 
lightweight. As mentioned earlier, most people do not engage with any 
futures practices. Games change how people engage with futures practice 
and discussion and thought in general; they create an opportunity for people 
to interact with concepts and modes of thought which they might otherwise 
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unknowingly overlook, or which they might intentionally ignore in a higher 
stake official context (such as an organization or business strategy meeting). 
Still, there do not seem to be games – ​TFTF ​ included – in which players 
recognize the possibility of many futures ​and ​ generate their own narratives 
of these futures. 
 
Designing a “radical” game, one “designed for artistic, political, and social 
critique or intervention, in order to propose ways of understanding larger 
cultural issues” (Flanagan, 2009, p.2) – one that builds on previous work in 
futures studies, experiential futures, and futures gaming – could accessibly 
engage people in recognizing the possibility, and generating narratives, of 
plural futures.  
 
Context 
To design a game that actually fulfills this intention, one needs a strong 
understanding of futures studies and game design. Therefore, the following 
sections seek to examine relevant research and work in these fields. 
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Figure 1. ​Two Pillars​. This section explores these fields, and the interplay between them.  
 
To recognize where futures studies could improve, one must have a strong 
comprehension of its historical foundations, problems, assumptions, and 
more. If a game is a potential route to recognizing and generating alternative 
futures, understanding how to design an excellent game is crucial. Learning 
how to create a meaningful and accessible game experience, while also 
evaluating my efforts throughout and making necessary changes, is no simple 
task.  
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Futures Studies  
“Simply to be a human being is to be a futurist of sorts” 
 
– James Ogilvy, 2002 
 
 
Many people know almost nothing about futures studies. I might say, though 
I only have proof from two years of discussions with friends, family, and 
strangers, that ​most ​people know almost nothing about futures studies. 
When I decided to study “Strategic Foresight”, I too did not know what I was 
getting into. I told people I would be trying to research what is happening 
now, so I could understand what the future might look like, then make design 
and other decisions that would make a better future – it was a sort of 
distorted paraphrase of OCAD’s online program description (OCAD 
University, 2017), which was the only background reading in my future 
studies bibliography at the time.  
 
The aforementioned discussions, in which most of us proved ignorant, 
actually provided me a valuable starting point; a baseline understanding of 
what people think when they think about futures studies, which tended to 
include predicting the future, high-tech societies, renewable energy, and 
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zombie/climate change apocalypses. Reflecting now, I see a lot of the 
problems presented in futures studies literature realized in my 
conversations. While this paper does not offer a completely comprehensive 
understanding of futures studies, it is worth asking and exploring the 
question, what is futures studies actually about? 
 
I quote Wendell Bell, a prominent contributor to the field, at length because 
he drives at the heart of futures studies: 
Futurists try to contribute to the making of informed and wise           
choices by carrying out systematic studies of possible,        
probable, and preferable futures and by spreading information,        
formulating plans, and taking part in the public discussions         
about what constitutes the most desirable future and about         
what are the best ways to create it. Futurists aim to challenge            
people’s thinking by encouraging them to examine critically        
their current routines of behavior, to consider alternatives, to         
search for currently unrecognized possibilities, to analyze their        
goals and values, to become more conscious of the future and           
the control they may have over it, and to care about the            
freedom and well-being of future generations. 
 
– Wendell Bell, 1994, p. 23 
 
Bell presents the futurist as a rigorous creative critical thinker and a 
provoker of the same in others – we see definitions like this coming from 
other key futures studies thinkers including Cornish (Cornish, 2004), 
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Slaughter, de Jouvenel, Dahle, and more (Slaughter, 2003). Further, these 
thinkers have been influential in bringing futures studies together as a 
discipline, making great effort to clarify its history and core purpose. 
 
Bell notes that the roots of futures lie long ago, but that it was not until the 
twentieth century that we saw a rapid growth of futures studies as we think 
about it today (Bell, 2003). However, simply noting the ancient history of 
futures before moving on might not be enough. Although there are occasional 
thorough dives into futures’ roots (see Inayatullah, 1998 for a short read, and 
Galtung & Inayatullah, 1997 for a long one), we all too often ignore the 
existence and nuances of local traditional practices.  
 
Professor John Borrows of the Anishinabek Nation – a First Nations group in 
Ontario – writes about the seven generations tradition wherein the Nation’s 
decision-makers think seven generations ahead when considering present 
options (Borrows, 2008). His people have now lived seven generations under 
the ​Indian Act ​, an act of oppressive white colonizers. Yet, our Ontario-based 
university’s curriculum failed to even acknowledge this local futures 
tradition. It may be because the program lives in an institution (amongst 
most other large well-established institutions in Canada) created by 
9 
colonizers and generally run by beneficiaries of the systems they set up. It 
may be because, as Ziauddin Sardar, Kjell Dahle, and other futurists suggest, 
as is the case in many academic disciplines, there is a western hegemony in 
futures studies (Dahle, 2002; Sardar et al., 2003; Slaughter, 2003). 
 
Exploring the history of futures studies, if a western hegemony does exist, it 
manifests itself the same way it would in other disciplines: western history is 
seemingly much more accessible than non-western history. I have read about 
Sir Thomas More, H.G. Wells, and the RAND Corporation much more 
frequently than Afrofuturism, Sun Ra, or First Nations and indigenous 
traditions. I am not saying texts on these do not exist, but rather that they are 
not what appear most readily available or recommended to the student of 
futures studies.  
 
With this possible hegemony in mind, we can revisit Bell’s understanding of 
futures studies focusing in on a specific area: “Futurists aim to challenge 
people’s thinking by encouraging them to... consider alternatives, to search 
for currently unrecognized possibilities...” (Bell, 1994, p.23). Further, we can 
look to Bell’s list of core purposes for future studies, where number one is 
the study of possible futures: “exploring possible futures includes trying to 
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look at the present in new and different ways, often deliberately breaking out 
of the straightjacket of conventional thinking and taking unusual, even 
unpopular, perspectives” (Bell, 1997, p.42). Breaking from conventional 
thinking tends to challenge hegemony, so Bell’s words might suggest that 
there is not a hegemony or that he is comfortable subverting the hegemony. 
Cornish too recognizes that “myriad potential futures lie before us” (Cornish, 
2004, p.62). Inayatullah writes of alternative futures as a foundational 
concept of, and creating alternatives a pillar of, futures studies (Inayatullah, 
2008). Ogilvy says, in reference to our inability to predict ​the ​future based on 
technological, social, value, economic, and other changes, “the best we can do 
is develop alternative scenarios” (Ogilvy, 2002, p.29). Jim Dator, former 
Director of the Hawaii Research Center for Futures Studies, states that “one 
of the main tasks of futures studies is to identify and examine the major 
alternative futures that exist at any given time and place” (Dator, 1995, p.1). 
It seems as though those appearing regularly in  future studies’ conventional 
foundations literature agree that considering and elaborating alternative 
futures is of great importance. They might place less importance on this if 
they supported a western hegemony in futures studies. 
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When we look to scholars less embedded or visible in these foundations, we 
see a similar importance placed on alternative futures. Ziauddin Sardar, 
self-placed as “the argumentative and demanding voice from the margins”, 
sees a need for “a viable future, as an open, pluralistic space”, and encourages 
us to “move from one future to a plethora of futures” (Sardar et al., 2003, p.4; 
p.3; p.255). Ashis Nandy, a critic of colonized futures, urges dissenting 
visions of futures, and sees a plurality of dissent as a way for futures studies 
to challenge hegemony (Nandy, 1996). Jake Dunagan, an experiential futurist 
and governance designer, calls for us to “contest, extend, or invent 
alternative images and find a way for them to flourish in the global cognitive 
ecology” (Dunagan, 2012, p. 141). Dunne and Raby, proponents of 
speculative design, argue that “alternatives are exactly what we need” and 
that by “exploring alternative scenarios, reality will become more malleable 
and, although the future cannot be predicted, we can help set in place today 
factors that will increase the probability of more desirable futures 
happening” (Dunne & Raby, 2013, p.2; p.6). Stuart Candy calls back to what 
Daniel Bell asserted, while introducing Kahn and Weiner’s ​The Year 2000 ​ in 
1967: “[W]hat is central... to the present future studies is not an effort to 
‘predict’ the future… but the effort to sketch ‘alternative futures’” (Candy, 
2010, p. 26). Candy, an experiential futurist and strategic foresight professor, 
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sees great value in elaborating alternative futures provided the intention is 
to “escape the imposition of a single future” (Candy, 2010, p.135). It seems 
consistently across futures studies, whether in the more traditional or 
progressive or radical factions, that the ‘s’ is important. There is not one 
single future; there are an abundance of possible futures. As sociologist 
Richard Harvey Brown acknowledges of the past and present, “there are 
multiple realities… and none has absolute priority over others” (Ogilvy, 
2003, p.61). We can also visually understand this fairly simple concept: 
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 Figure 2. ​Cone of Possible, Probable, and Preferable Futures (Candy, 2010)​. The further we go 
in time, the more options we have, and so the more possible futures exist – of course, some 
are more probable and/or preferable than others. 
 
Candy argues that “the future is ​as dynamic a domain as it is possible to 
imagine​, literally. It changes precisely as much as the present does, only 
multiplied – because there are always more possibilities than actualities” 
(Candy, 2010, p.36). The plurality appears evident and logical. 
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While it might be that most people in futures studies agree on the notion of 
plural futures, mainstream systems – which of course include various strains 
of government, media, academia, and more – often struggle with the idea. 
Cultural critic Hal Niedzviecki calls attention to a race in western societies to 
win the future ​ along with an ongoing and growing focus on technology and 
innovation in everyday life and education (Niedzviecki, 2015). He identifies a 
futures binary in mainstream thought; we will either prosper (on Earth or 
somewhere else if need be) with continuous growth through a technocentric 
future, or technology will lead to a sudden collapse whereafter only the 
prepared will survive. Julian Bleecker, pioneer of design fiction, urges us “to 
create an alternative to the programmed myth that there is only one future 
on the flat graph that goes up and to the right” – “up and to the right” 
referring to continuous growth and consumption, along with the notion of 
“always smaller, faster, cheaper, brighter” (Bleecker, 2009, p.25). Google, 
Apple, Facebook, Amazon, and other tech corporations constantly press the 
inevitability of this tech-centred consumption-driven future by marketing 
projects like driverless cars, automated grocery stores, all-knowing 
all-connected devices, and more. Recent successful and explicitly futuristic 
films – including ​Mad Max: Fury Road​, ​Star Trek Beyond ​, ​Her ​, ​Big Hero 6 ​, and 
others – although excellent films in many ways, project futures in which 
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humans rise or collapse because of, depend upon, consume, or even love 
through/with, technology. The future undoubtedly comes with enhanced or 
extreme versions of our current relationships with technology. Turning to 
another aspect of this monofuture, Afrofuturist Ytasha Womack points out 
that “people can’t fathom a person of non-euro descent a hundred years into 
the future” (Womack, 2013, p.7). 
 
Essentially, ​the ​future seems to move in one direction – increased technology 
and consumption – that leads to our (white westerners) growth (if well 
managed) or global collapse (if messed up). Sardar argues that “the future we 
are given is an extension of the present” and that this “future has been made 
only by projecting instant technological answers and that means pushing 
forward the desires of the powerful” (Sardar et al., 2003, p.17; p.250). He 
sees it as a form of colonisation by globalisation. It is “shaping the world into 
the image of a single culture and civilization”, which heavily involves current 
dominant systems that centre around western capitalist liberal democracy 
(Sardar et al., 2003, p.250). He urges us to “critique science and technology 
(the most powerful agents of change and thought), globalisation (the most 
powerful process of homogenization), and linear, deterministic projections” 
(Sardar et al., 2003, p.257). 
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 Unfortunately, academic institutions might not be doing this, and might 
instead be contributing to future homogeneity: 
futures studies is increasingly becoming an instrument for the 
marginalization of non-Western cultures from the future… an 
elite of white, mainly American, male scholars are being 
promoted – not just to the exclusion of non-Western writers 
and thinkers on the future but also by almost total exclusion of 
women – as ‘authorities’ whose work decides what is and is not 
important in futures studies... 
– Ziauddin Sardar, 1993, p. 179 
 
Although this might not actively prevent futures studies from pursuing its 
goals, it does give the discipline an inherent bias; we hear white male voices 
and perspectives more often than others, and white men typically make 
pioneering decisions for the field as a whole. Hearing these voices over and 
over, and having these same people making most decisions related to futures 
studies could lead to homogenous patterns. Of course, there are brilliant 
women and people of colour (surely there are other axes of privilege 
disproportionately represented as well) who have broken and are breaking 
ground in futures including Eleonora Masini, Ytasha Womack, and Suzanne 
Stein, but white men still hold disproportionate power.  
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The programs offered in academic futures studies, which may very well have 
been put in place by some of the last paragraph’s white men, also reflect a 
hegemonic future. The Acceleration Studies Foundation compiles a list of 
futures studies and foresight programs around the world (Acceleration 
Studies Foundation, 2016). Although the list is not comprehensive – 
unfortunately, the World Futures Studies Federation’s list is out of operation, 
and there do not seem to be any other lists – it gives a snapshot of futures 
studies education offerings. Of twenty-three part and fulltime masters and 
PhD programs listed, sixteen had in their title at least one of the following 
words: business, corporate, or technology. While so clearly aiming to explore 
alternative futures as discussed earlier, futures studies’ public image 
communicates a singular vision.  
 
So why do we not leave more space for alternative futures? Why do we name 
programs after the inevitable technocentric free market capitalist hegemonic 
future so many futurists struggle to challenge? It might be that people who 
have power in current global power structures want to maintain that power.  
 
Still relevant today is what Ashis Nandy wrote over twenty years ago:  
No hegemony is complete unless the predictability of dissent is 
ensured, and that cannot be done unless powerful criteria are 
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set up to decide what is authentic, sane, rational dissent and, 
then, these criteria are systematically institutionalized through 
the university system...  
– Ashis Nandy, 1996, p. 638 
 
The most privileged in a society tend to control mainstream systems in that 
society. Chomsky’s ​Necessary Illusions ​generally argues that these people 
have great power in shaping the bounds of our discourse through media and 
other means (Chomsky, 2003), which also gives them great power in defining 
“sane” and “rational” thoughts and behaviours. They choose who to include 
or exclude in decision-making, along with what decisions we should even 
discuss, and so have power to influence everyone’s futures. If they choose to 
frame discourse in a limited way, one that supports their ends regardless of 
the “sane” or “rational” outcome chosen (as they’ve defined it), they can 
create any future they like. They can create institutions that support their 
ends, and they can educate the populace to follow an inevitable path toward 
a tech-centred western liberal democracy.  
 
Yet, if one does accept this as reality, they should not feel pessimistic about it. 
It actually opens great opportunity. If people resisting this hegemonic future 
can break the bounds of normative discourse, they can directly challenge the 
hegemony. As Bell says, “futurists… tell stories. Their stories objectify 
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alternative possibilities for the future and, thus, permit people to think about 
them” (Bell, 2003, p. 316). By generating their own futures, and sharing these 
futures with others, people – not just futurists – can permit themselves and 
each other to think about non-mainstream futures and create real alternative 
futures. 
 
If there is a hegemonic monofuture propagated by those with privilege in 
current power structures, and futures studies as practiced by a large part of 
the community reinforces this monofuture, we certainly should take Candy’s 
advice to “make the unthinkable thinkable and unimaginable imaginable… to 
escape from narrow and hegemonic conceptions of the future, whether 
inherited or imposed” (Candy, 2010, p. 21). If futures studies thinkers are 
wrong about this hegemonic monofuture, and the discipline’s community 
does not reinforce it, it is still worth making the unthinkable thinkable and 
unimaginable imaginable. I have already highlighted the agreement within 
futures studies on the importance of elaborating alternative futures. Further, 
as Dahle says, “since the future belongs to all of us, we all have the right to 
participate in shaping it” (Dahle, 2002, p. 93). Candy echoes, the “future 
belongs to everybody” (Candy, 2016, p.9). Every person should generate 
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their own alternative futures because every person has a right to shape our 
futures.  
 
It actually seems crucial to subverting a dominant future belief that every 
person participates – a dominant belief cannot open up unless the people 
defending it consider alternatives, and those alternatives come from diverse 
perspectives. Individuals make up institutions, but that does not mean 
individuals regularly engage in critical thought and future visioning outside 
their organizational context. In North America, it seems most organizations 
and institutions reflect dominant power structures, and, as I argued from 
Chomsky’s points mentioned earlier, truly serve to propagate these 
structures. Engaging in their organizational context, a group of individuals 
might create alternative futures with reasoning or goals that aim to maintain 
power – for example, increasing profits. Engaging in an individual context, 
these same people might have completely different goals and values 
embedded in their engagement ranging from social justice to creative fun to 
increased happiness. Exploring alternative futures with their own values in 
mind, rather than through the proxy of an institution, and as an act for its 
own sake – something thought-provoking, fun, and engaging – might affect an 
individual's thoughts, behaviours, and values. Through discussion – valuable 
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in itself – might come subtle or overt action that opens space for more 
inclusive dialogue and more collective thought and behaviour change, thus 
challenging hegemony.  
 
Some might disagree with the idea that a hegemonic future exists. Further, 
some might also believe that certain people have a greater right to shape the 
future than others. This is something I would disagree with on moral terms 
as I value an inclusive society that balances power. However, if people 
believe these ideas, they might not see any need for recognition or 
elaboration of alternative futures. Still, there is “productive” value (value that 
coincides with a growth focused technocentric capitalist future) in exploring 
alternatives – we can think about generating and exploring alternative 
futures as a basic component of the diverge-converge cycles in high quality 
design and decision-making in general:  
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 Figure 3. ​Iterative Double Diamond Design Process​ (Chu, 2014; after The Design Council, 
2005). Iterative divergence and convergence can lead to high quality problem framing and 
problem solving. Alternative futures could fit in any divergence phase of this process. 
 
Divergent critical opinions benefit decision-making processes. For example, 
as prominent social psychologist Elliot Aronson argues when discussing 
conformity in this textbook, ​The Social Animal​, they help us avoid groupthink 
(Aronson, 2003). Political scientist Scott Page generally argues for the logic of 
diversity in corporate settings; we can enhance performance through diverse 
perspectives (Page, 2007). In essence, they are the “consideration of more 
alternatives and the more careful evaluation of alternatives – processes that 
contribute to the quality of strategic decision making in uncertain 
environments” (Forbes & Milliken, 1999, p.494). Healthy cognitive conflict as 
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a stimulus for stronger ideas and solutions underlay my entire masters 
program.  
 
We can again return to Bell’s understanding of futures studies as quoted 
earlier. It seems as though for people to systematically study probable and 
preferable futures, or to find “the most desirable future”, they must first 
recognize that there are plural possible futures – otherwise, they would 
simply study the one future, which would be unavoidable whether or not 
preferable. Studying, generating, and sharing alternative futures comes 
across as important to most scholars within futures studies, whether to 
subvert standard understandings of futures – which I believe is of utmost 
importance – or to improve our ability to discover and create preferable 
worlds (which still requires subversion of mainstream futures in my 
opinion). Yet, it appears as though many people, even a few within futures 
studies, have yet to grasp the importance of the ‘s’ and generate their own 
alternatives.  
 
So, how can we enable people to grasp the ‘s’? How can we engage people in 
recognizing the possibility, and generating narratives, of plural alternative 
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futures? As shown from previous scholars’ work, a game might prove 
valuable in this endeavour. 
 
Game Design 
“There is a growing need for designers to approach the          
creative process with increased awareness and responsibility       
to be inclusive, fair, and cater to a variety of play styles.” 
 
– Mary Flanagan, 2009 
 
We played a lot of games growing up. Our vocabularies improved through 
Scrabble ​. We squashed each other's dreams to live the high life in ​Monopoly​. 
We even fulfilled our Canadian identity’s stereotype through endless 
apologies in ​Sorry ​. We jumped from stone to stone along lava rivers outside. 
We sailed pirate ships through shark-infested waters inside. Our stuffed 
animal toy friends wandered through the rainforest with us. We raced cars, 
shot people, and became professionals at most sports. We trash talked, 
worked with, and battled people around the world and in our living rooms in 
various contexts – WWII, intergalactic zones, suburban neighbourhoods, 
future and parallel universes. We roamed through the Shadowfell and other 
worlds, myself as an elf ranger named Milton, seeking to end the reign of an 
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evil tiefling warlord. We cured a serious yearlong pandemic disease. We 
Caught ‘Em All – not talking about the diseases here. 
 
“We” was and is my game community, which has grown, shrank, and shifted 
in every way as I’ve aged. Games have been a means to bring me together 
with others – ranging from my mom to someone’s mom in Tokyo – through 
various means physical to digital. I’ve experienced much more with these 
people than I ever could in the immediate, physical, and often referred to as 
“real”, world. Jane McGonigal – Director of Games Research & Development 
at the Institute For The Future and designer of games intending to make the 
world and our lives better – brought this to my attention in ​Reality is Broken 
(McGonigal, 2011). Johan Huizinga, a play scholar, argues that play is 
something preceding culture (Huizinga, 1958), and I extrapolate from this 
that play is something essential to life. It brings people (and even animals) 
together, in some ways enabling communities like mine to form. 
 
Some of my experiences with my community have felt meaningful. Others 
have felt like a waste. The thought comes up at least once every couple 
months that I wish I had played piano every day for two hours during my 
fifteenth year, rather than ​Call of Duty: Modern Warfare II ​. Although I am now 
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fantastic at laser tag because of it, I look back at the time I played as time that 
could have been much more effective in developing me as a person – time 
that could have worked toward the values and skills I now hold and would 
like to improve. Yet, other experiences, like playing ​Dungeons & Dragons ​and 
other creative games with my friends, have felt worthwhile and engaging. 
What is it that makes one game experience so meaningful, now and in future 
reflection, and another so hollow and insignificant? How is this different for 
different people? 
 
Game design in part aims to respond to questions like these. These are 
important areas for investigation because, as McGonigal makes clear, 
meaningful play engages people, and brings them back for more (McGonigal, 
2011). The more someone plays your game, the more opportunities you have 
for the game to fulfill your intentions: an experience, certain emotions or 
reactions, critical thought, profitability, and/or so much more.  
 
For my game to succeed, I must better understand the basics of game design. 
What is a game? What components of a game can we alter to bring about 
different experiences? How can I evaluate and iterate on my game as it 
develops? Further, I must struggle to investigate some of game design’s 
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deeper questions: what is meaningful play, how can I create a game that 
enables it for a diverse player group, and how can I embed my intentions into 
a game from start to finish? While I am not an expert in game design or game 
history, this is a best attempt to bring together core ideas in the field, create a 
working understanding of games and game design, and eventually apply this 
to my game. 
 
Let’s start with the basics, which vary depending on who you ask.  In ​Rules of 
Play ​, Eric Zimmerman and Katie Salen, game designers and educators, 
explore the foundations of game design – what games do, what they can do, 
and what they should do. They see games in three layers: rules, which 
are how we organize a designed system; play, which is how we experience 
that system; and culture, which is the the larger context that informs and 
lives in this designed system (Salen & Zimmerman, 2004). Jesse Schell, game 
designer and professor at Carnegie Mellon University’s Entertainment 
Technology Centre, tries to build a comprehensive understanding of game 
design by examining layers from the designers’ motivations to the intended 
experience the game enables for players (see figure 4). Each level builds on, 
bounces off of, and transforms the others (Schell, 2008). Jane McGonigal 
offers and breaks down a definition of games from gaming and play 
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philosopher Bernard Suits: “Playing a game is the voluntary attempt to 
overcome unnecessary obstacles” (McGonigal, 2011, p. 22). Like Suits, 
McGonigal sees games as voluntary hard work within specific parameters – 
rules – that has some sort of goal or outcome. Adding to this definition, she 
argues a game should have feedback systems acting to motivate players to 
reach their goal. Further, a high quality game will bring players into a state of 
flow – they want to stay in the game because quitting or winning are not as 
satisfying as exploring new possibilities and challenges within the game 
context (McGonigal, 2011). Mary Flanagan – professor of digital humanities 
at Dartmouth and leader of Tiltfactor, a games lab designing for social change 
– echoes some of this in quoting anthropologist and play theorist Brian 
Sutton-Smith: play is “fun, voluntary, intrinsically motivated, incorporates 
free choices/free will, offers escape, and is fundamentally exciting” 
(Flanagan, 2009, p. 4). Flanagan also challenges some of the standard notions 
of games, game design, and play with the concept of critical play, which goes 
beyond games as escapism and into “games for artistic, political, [and] social 
critique” (Flanagan, 2009, p. 2). Further, Flanagan questions narrow or 
specific definitions of games arguing that “games can be thought of more 
productively as situations with guidelines and procedures” (Flanagan, 2009, 
p. 7). 
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 Figure 4. ​Mapping Game Design ​ (Schell, 2008, p. 463). Schell explores game design through 
many perspectives and lenses in his book ​The Art of Game Design: a Book of Lenses​. There are 
many aspects to game design, each of importance, and each influencing others. 
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It is clear there are many understandings of games and game design, and 
many of these work with, build on, and challenge each other. It is worth 
highlighting common elements to create a working definition for this paper, 
and also building on that working definition to reflect the goals of the Major 
Research Project.  
 
Based on what game design scholars and thinkers have written, it seems 
consistent that games are voluntary, have some sort of rules, and that players 
work to a goal or outcome within the game context. It also seems implicit and 
necessary that games are participatory – a game without players (whether 
human, digital, automated, etc.) does not seem to be a game at all. Richard 
Lachman, expert in transmedia storytelling and serious gaming pointed me 
to Johan Huizinga’s contribution to the foundations of play and gaming, ​Homo 
Ludens ​(Huizinga, 1958). Huizinga influenced many scholars from whom I 
have already learned. Huizinga reinforces in his introduction (and was of 
course one of the initial people to propose) that play or a game is something 
that a player or players voluntarily join, recognizing the rules established, to 
try to achieve some goal within an imagined context. Huizinga alludes to this 
play context – “temporary worlds within the ordinary world” – as the Magic 
Circle (Huizinga, 1958, p.10).  
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 In many ways, though, the Magic Circle could still reflect normal life for a lot 
of people. In my case, on a macro scale, I voluntarily (although not 
necessarily happily) accept the western capitalist liberal democracy as my 
rule system and compete/cooperate with others to make the means 
necessary to survive and enjoy my survival. On a more micro scale, I 
voluntarily accept the rules OCAD University set up for graduation, and work 
toward the various objectives contributing to completing the MRP, being 
awarded a masters degree, and learning a lot about strategic foresight and 
innovation in the process. 
 
So what is it that makes a game different from everyday life? I think, although 
not necessarily made obvious by their various wordings, many of the 
aforementioned scholars might agree on freedom as a differentiator, 
including freedom to and freedom from. Huizinga is the only scholar I have 
read who makes it explicit, “we have the first main characteristic of play: that 
it is free, is in fact freedom” (Huizinga, 1958, p.8), but he speaks of freedom in 
terms of freedom to engage or stop engaging in play when one desires. I want 
to go further with this concept. 
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To me, freedom as differentiator starts with the notion of escapism, as 
mentioned in Flanagan’s quoting of Brian Sutton-Smith. Games are a way to 
escape reality. McGonigal makes plain that the real world is missing 
something (McGonigal, 2011, p. 3). When we play games, we enter new or 
modified contexts, which might alleviate us of oppressive or limiting social 
norms, our restricted physical capabilities, the cognitive dissonance of 
actions going against our moral code, and more. We become free from our 
normal situation, and, depending on the game, become free to do a lot of 
amazing stuff like skate around in a halfpipe, create and fly through portals, 
explore vast and intricate worlds, and more. In many ways, as is clear with 
games like ​Dungeons & Dragons​, especially the way author and gamer David 
Ewalt writes about it in ​Of Dice and Men ​(Ewalt, 2014), we can become who 
we want to be, explore a different side of ourselves, connect with others, do 
things we never could in real life, but can in our collective imaginations, and 
more. “And more” is of great importance here (and repeated often above) 
because games give freedom to do more – to solve challenges differently, to 
encounter novel ideas, to interact with more people – with fewer restrictions, 
or at least only restrictions we explicitly agree to hold. McGonigal questions 
why people are choosing to game, positing that in the game context they 
might be more satisfied with the work they confront, feel a stronger sense of 
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community, and live more engaging and meaningful lives (McGonigal, 2011, 
p. 6). 
 
Still, we need to move beyond understanding this enhanced freedom as 
necessarily relating to escapism. Although many games are escapist, relating 
little to reality and serving no tangible positive social function (for example, 
when I played shooting games everyday for at least a year in high school), we 
can enjoy the boosted freedoms games offer without forgetting about or 
working to improve our reality. McGonigal writes of it as a purposeful escape 
(McGonigal, 2011, p. 6). Flanagan’s critical play is an instrument for 
conceptual thinking and creative expression, and questions various aspects 
of human life (Flanagan, 2009). It offers a “space for permission, 
experimentation, and subversion” (Flanagan, 2009, p. 13). Others recognize 
the added powers this space offers as well; media scholar Henry Jenkins 
argues “game spaces are designed to be rich with narrative potential, 
enabling the story-constructing activity of players” (Jenkins, 2004, p. 12). The 
story-constructing and world influencing freedom games offer is not 
necessarily contrary to reality either. Emily Boss, an independent 
role-playing game designer, looks to Alternate Reality Games (ARGs) as a 
way to maintain a connection to reality while giving players new and 
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interesting capabilities, contexts, and narrative-shaping power (Boss, 2013). 
McGonigal argues the same, seeing ARGs as “more gameful ways of 
interacting with the real world and living our real lives” and something to 
“play to get more out of your real life… as opposed to... escape it” (McGonigal, 
2011, p. 125).  
 
To create a valuable, intentional, and purposeful game, it is worthwhile to 
define “game”. For the purpose of this paper, building on what game scholars 
and designers have argued, and trying to synthesize this with my thoughts, I 
have created a definition that allows for great exploration in my design 
process. I think one of Flanagan’s insights, “games can be thought of more 
productively as situations with guidelines and procedures” (Flanagan, 2009, 
p. 7), allows the greatest liberty in my creation journey. Still, I think games 
hold other traits – if the aforementioned insight is all a game is, then the 
airport security line would qualify.  
 
While I cannot generate a complete or perfect definition of games – is that 
ever possible? – I will share some elements and concepts I see as necessary 
within games (using Huizinga’s Magic Circle and the work of other 
aforementioned scholars): voluntary, participatory, rules, goals, and 
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enhanced freedoms. The first four reflect the Magic Circle. For the first two, a 
person or people choose(s) to play. Rules can be explicit or implicit, and put 
varying levels of limitations on players. Players work to a goal or goals within 
the game context (that could affect their real life context depending on the 
game). Games enhance players’ freedom to and/or freedom from. Players can 
do, think, and/or feel more because of new or modified capabilities and 
contexts, which includes social, economic, and political factors. So, with this 
theoretical understanding in mind, I think it is now worth exploring games 
more tangibly.  
 
Games 
In a Major Research Project building a game, the researcher fortunately has 
an opportunity to play a lot of games. I set out to play many games, 
specifically those that implicitly or explicitly involved futures, and focusing 
on those we can play tabletop style. From these games, I gained insights into 
game design and futures gaming. I also had a really fun time. 
 
The games I played ranged from scenario simulations – including ​Diplomacy 
(Calhamer, 1959), ​Captain Sonar ​(Fraga & Lemonnier, 2016), and ​Pandemic: 
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Legacy ​(2015) – to custom-crafted adventures in fantastical worlds – 
including ​Dungeons & Dragons 4th Edition ​(Wizards of the Coast, 2007) and 
Pathfinder ​ (Paizo Publishing, 2009) – to custom-crafting our own fictional 
worlds – including ​Kaleidoscope ​(Tegu, 2014) and ​Microscope ​(Robbins, 
2011). I also experienced storytelling games like ​Rory’s Story Cubes 
(O’Connor, 2010), ​Once Upon A Time ​ (Lambert, Rilstone, & Wallis, 2012), and 
Nanofictionary​ (Looney Labs, 2013).  
 
I learned more about what created a meaningful and engaging game 
experience for me, and what would bring me back to a game over and over. I 
experienced the theories about which I had recently read. Although you need 
to design a game for diverse audiences, and try to gather many people’s 
perspectives on what you have created, it is still worth recognizing what you 
value in a game experience, especially if that game is extremely popular and 
played by diverse groups of people around the world. Of high importance in 
all the games I played that brought me back to play again was story – it made 
the games fun, and it meant I felt I was exploring rich alternative worlds 
while playing. Whether the game immersed me in its own story (like 
Pandemic: Legacy​, which took roughly thirty hours of gameplay, or ​D&D ​, 
which can last months or even years), or empowered me to create a new 
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story on the spot (like ​Microscope ​or ​Rory’s Story Cubes​), that story brought 
the game to life for me. Stories also seem to be important and engaging 
outside a game context, whether the medium is film, poetry, an experiential 
futures scenario, or something else. 
 
An important question to ask is why someone would want to play a futures 
studies game. I think people want to have fun, and see games as an 
opportunity for fun. However, that does not mean people would enjoy 
discussion about futures even in a game context. To resolve this issue, 
Richard Lachman encouraged me to find compelling games that allow us to 
dream and be creative. If my game design can transform futures discussion 
into something more palatable, something that allows us to dream and 
express ourselves, it might pull players in. 
 
Because I saw stories as a core aspect of futures studies (stories can 
essentially act as alternative futures), I sought out storytelling games, many 
of which were quite compelling. While some of the earlier mentioned games 
use stories, not all allow players to express themselves and their ideas 
through their own stories. Considering my goal was to enable recognition 
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and generation of alternative futures, I needed to study games which 
encourage story creation and expression.  
 
We can look to games like ​Nanofictionary ​and ​Once Upon A Time ​as the first 
step into these waters. In these, player craft stories, but using predetermined 
situations, events, characters, and more. Rather than creating something 
from their own imaginations, players use available elements to piece 
together a story. Still, the games are clearly enjoyable and engaging as they 
have huge uptake in the gaming market.  
 
We can look to games like ​DiXit ​ (Roubira, 2008) and ​Mysterium ​(Nevskiy & 
Sidorenko, 2015) for a bit more creativity space. These games use cards with 
artwork to spur our imaginations. In ​DiXit ​, players try to choose an image 
that reflects another player’s stated narrative or title for that narrative. In 
Mysterium​, players try to interpret the images a specific player presents to 
craft a narrative of a murder. Still, these games have limited expressive 
freedoms – players generate narratives along specific lines (like a murder 
mystery) and do not create or share many stories.  
 
39 
To open up expressive freedoms, we can look to games like ​Rory’s Story 
Cubes​. Players roll nine dice, and tell a story using the symbols that appear in 
front of them. While still providing a framework for a story, the game enables 
players to express themselves through original thinking. The same symbols 
could lead to completely different stories; the ultimate power is with the 
person looking at the images to create the story they want to tell. A game like 
this allows us to dream, and to generate stories we never knew we had inside 
us. Building on this, another game, ​LUGU ​ (Miles, 2014), uses elements from 
DiXit ​and ​Rory’s Story Cubes ​to try to enable creative storytelling through 
artwork prompts. Going even further, ​Microscope ​engages players in crafting 
a collective narrative of a world history. The game gives complete freedom to 
players within a structure of gameplay that encourages story creation and 
roleplaying – complete freedom to dream, to express ourselves, and to put 
any idea on the table. 
 
Still, in all these games, there is a tendency toward complete fiction and 
fantasy – futures fiction can work, but fantasy takes us out of the realm of 
useful futures thought. Building on games like these, explicitly including 
aspects that provoke critical thought and alternative futures story creation 
(based in reality, even if exploring absurd or uncommon possibility spaces), 
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could help address my research question and make a game people really 
want to play. 
 
While most games I played only implicitly involved futures, others explicitly 
brought futures into gaming. Games in which we look forward with our play, 
attempting to grasp at and possibly strategize within or around a possible 
future, fits within this realm. We see futures and games intersecting very far 
back in history in arenas like war gaming. While ​Kriegsspiel​ (von Reiswitz, 
1812) is one of the first formal and official war games recognized by 
Europeans – using specific sets of rules, complex maps, and modes for 
movement and battle – there were surely earlier variations and forms of war 
gaming. Roger Smith, a U.S. Army PEO for Simulation, Training, and 
Instrumentation, argues “simulations and gaming as tools of warfare has a 
very long history”, and discusses that history from the stone to computer and 
personal gaming ages (Smith, 2010). He argues games like Go and chess 
represent war strategy, although much more abstractly than modern games 
involving digital graphics. In either case, players act out or simulate a 
potential future conflict situation or battle. Simulations outside a war context 
are also an excellent example of the intersect between futures and games. 
Ranging from flight simulators to epidemic disease simulators like ​Pandemic: 
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